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FORT JAY I 

C?HC ' ) Governor's  Island,  Now York Harbor,  N.Y. 

In 1775 a citadel and outworks  for the  defense  o.f New York 

Harbor were begun on Governor's Island. These were  completed, 

mounting  four 32-poundere  and four 18-pounders.       Governor's  Is- 

land was  abandoned by the Americans upon the occupation of Kew 

York by the British  in 1776 and  the  Island was  held by the  British 

who  fortified it  heavily,  until the  signing of the peace  in 1783. 

Probably these  fortifieations were situated approximately on the 

site of   the  present fort.     (Bee map  fan TJ.Y.   Public Library,   from 

surveys  1775,1776) 

On Feb.   28,  1794 the  Committee'of the House  of Congress direct- 

ed to make  a report on such harbour   forts  as required to he  put  in 

a proper  state  of defense, made a report  in relation to Governor's 

Island,   stating that the  expense  of constructing batteries,  embrasures 

and platforms   for  24 pieces was  ,#1727.52:-  a redoubt  for embrasures, 

^810.;   a magazine,   ^200.;   a blacK house  or barracks,   ^500.       In 

March,   1794 and in April,   1795 appropriations were made to begin 

and  complete  the works  on Governor's  and L,llis  Islands. 

In  1797,   .^30,117. was  appropriated for  the  fort now known, as 

Fort U&y. Such was  the  fear   of French invasion that the  profes- 

sors  and   students   of Columbia College  came  to the  Island  and worked 

wit'-'1  shovels and barrows  to complete   the work. The garrison at 

that time consisted of 1 Major, 1 Captain, 1 Surgeon, 2 first Lieut- 

enants, 1 Cadet, 6 Sergeants, 1 Corporal, 4 Musicians, 5 Artificers, 

and   34 privates. The work was planned by M.  Vincent,  a French 
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engineer. According  to the  Kelby notes  in   thejj.Y.   Historical 

Society,  "|80,000.  was   granted by congress to be expended upon 

them"* Further  appropriations were made in  1798,   1799,   1800, 

and  1801. In  179S the Secretary of ?<"ar reported to Congress  that 

Governor's  Island had been fortified with an earthen fort of two 

bastions partly  lined with aasonry,  two  air furnaces,  a large  pow- 

der magazine  and barracks. 

In the   center of Fort Jay ir.  1801 was a  square blockhouse  of 

timber,  two  stories high with  a well under  it. The  cover  of this 

well was not finally removed from  the  quadrangle until the  early 

part of the present century. 

In 1806 the  old fort,  except  ^'or  the walled counterscarp,  gate, 

sallyport, magazine and two barracks, was  demolished to allow more 

durable materials  to be used in construction. On  the   site was 

erected a new fort consisting of an enclosed  pentagonal work with 

four bastions of masonry to hold 100 guns. On three  of its   sides 

it was  built  the  saue  as Fort Jay,   the   older, with  the  addition of 

14 feet on each  side,  and on the  North wall of a ravelin with  two 

retired casematsd flanks. Guns  to cons.iii.and the  ditch were   locat- 

ed here. 

On account  of  the unpopularity of Jay,   who  had been  one   of the 

Commissioners arranging   the  treaty with  Great Britain,  the name of 

the  fort was  changed  to Fort Columbus,   so  that we  read in a  letter 

from the Hon.   Sar.i'1. Mitchell,  October  9th  1808:   "Fort Ooluinbus is 

now  finished.       It ir  a ;:ork composed  of a walled rampart eight foot 

thick at its base diminishing by its  slope to six feet at the  line of 

the  cordon,  with counter  forts of  five  feet in depth at the  distance 
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of thirteen feet from each other, surmounted by a solid brick par- 

apet of ten feet in thickness.  The ditch is about 40 feet wide with 

a walled counterscarp, a walled covert way and a sodded glacis ex- 

tending to the water's edge."  This letter mentions 780 man'as the 

estimated complement to man 60 cannon.   Also in a report of Gov. 

Daniel D. Thompkins, dated Jan. 19th 1810: *' Fort Columbus on Gov- 

ernor's Island is finished and. capable of mounting 104 guns, of which 

50 are already on the parapets.   This is a regular erected work of 

masonry with a ditch, counterscarp, covert way and glacis capable 

of resisting a long sieg3." 

In 1825 the Duke of Saxe-7."eimar records in his "Travels": "Upon 

this island is a fort of red sandstone called Columbus.  It con- 

sists of four bastions.   In the interior are barracks and arsenals, 

the .for_:.or inhabited by a company of artillery. 

In September, 1852, new barracks were begun within the fort, 

the scarp wall, the counterscarp revetments and the revetments of 

the glacis were completed, also the facing of the covered way revet- 

ment leading from the fort to Castle "'illiams. 

In 1833, $50,000. was appropriated for repairs to Castle Vlilliams 

and ^ort Columbus. 

From the report of Capt. J. L. Smith, Corps of Engineers, Oct. 

19th lS3b: "The scarp and curtain are finished.  The counterscarp 

and revetment of the glacis are finished except, the west front.  The 

passageway through the postern is raised to the height of the spring 

of the arch.  The redan with casemated flanks on the ftorth front was .- .••■ 

formerly approached from the parade through a gap in the rampart. 

This gap has been filled by a magazine.   The part of the hollow 
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passage  near   the  salient of  the redan is to be  occupied by two maga- 

zines  for  fixed ammunition or  storage.       This will  enlarge the terre- 

plein and thafealient of the redan.       The  parapets  are  sodded and the 

glacis  is being graduated". 

Other additions and repairs were iuada  in 1836. 

During the Civil "ar in the basement of the East building  of the 

quadrangle xxx a double  guarded cell was maintained.       This  consisted 

of an outside eall in which the guard was  locked and an inner   one  for 

the prisoner. 

At some  time   prior to  1868 the "vest building was  devoted to off- 

icers'   quarters,   divided by halls   and staircases  on each side  of the 

sallyport  into eight sets  of quarters.       In 1920-1921 the other three 

buildings were  converted into officers'   quarters  and the  '.Vest build- 

ing altered.      At present each building is occupied by four  officers 

and t:ieir  families. 

In 1904  the  nah©  of Fort Jay was  restored and given   also  to the 

entire  post. 

The Quadrangle Buildings are  probably those  raferrod to as the 

new barracks be (-run within the fort in September,  1852.       The  Greek 

Doric  colonnades   and the iron balconies  are  typical  of tVds  period. 

The  original  roof beams  »vith  only enough pitch for drainage  still 

remaining,   show that the  roof's   of  tlese  buildings wore  originally 

flat-       The   sketches  in Surgeon Page's manuscript  history ,e;-ow, ho-.vever, 

that  the roofs  had been raised to   their  present pitch by 1368.     Be- 

fore  the  alterations of 1320-1921   the roofs were covered with slute. 

The  suall  irregular-shaped buildings,   two-stories  high,   off the 

ends  of three  of  the barrack buildings were  originally eight  in num.- 
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ber*  Burgeon Page gives their uses us follows: "The baeiaents are 

used, some as store roans for company kitchens, others for privies. 

The upper stories are devoted to various uses, tailor shops, etc. 

One of these buildings is transformed into a bakery*'1  At present 

only one of these buildings is in use, probably as living quarters 

for an orderly. 

A hricked-up archway in the center of the South buildings indi- 

cates that originally the four sides of the quadrangle were similar 

in this respect*  At present tho center bay of the South building 

1B filled in by a stair hall leading to the quarters on the second 

floor. 

Eurgeon Page describes the uses of the barracks as follows; 

The basements comprised two sets of Kitchens and L:ene Halls arranged 

for two companies.   The smaller rooms at each end were used as kit- 

chens and bread rooms for the company mess*  The first stories, div- 

ided into two large and four smaller rooms each, and the second stories 

of three large rooms with two smaller rooms at the ends of the build- 

ing were used as dormitories. 

The two cisterns under the quadrangle though not in use are still 

open.  From old accounts it appears that these cisterns were cleaned 

out -..hen they ran dry.  Formerly there were four other cisterns within 

the counterscarp but some of these have been filled up. 

Ko record has been found, nor any conclusive conjecture offered 

as to the use for the brick building behind and attached to the upper 

part of the gatejkt the iliast sallyport.   The upper part may have been 

a ?:uurd room or sentry house.   The low basement story shows signs in 

the floor of an opening which may have fe^^an access to this house 
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from the basment of the East building of the quadrangle without going 

out of doors.   This building shows an unbonded joint between its walls 

and the sandstone of the gate, and is possibly of the same date as 

the quadrangle buildings, (the gate was finished in 1801) 

The terrepiein, or sod platform inside, the scarp walls, originally 

continued unbroken from behind the curtain to the rear walls of the 

four quadrangle buildings.   At present this grade is cut away from 

immediately behind the barbettes and slopes down to the basement 

floor level to adrait of windows being cut through the old retaining 

wall which forms the rear wall o£ the basment.   This fact explains 

the curious condition in the rear of the Uorth building where the 

steps leading up each Ride of the entrance to the magazine land ten 

feet or so above the bottoi.i of the present area. 

The materials of the counterscarp and raaparts .are; 

Counterscarp - red sandstone. 6" coping, Z'-Q"  wide, 
stones fastened together by  bronze clumps. . 

Revetment of r a rap art - red brick with projecting header 
course cap ard red sand stone quoins. 

Source References 

Governor'_s Island by  ^diuund Banks smith (onetime Chaplain of 
the post) 

K.Y. Valentine's Manual, Inc. 1922 

UsS. Medical History of the Post, 1868 by   ourgeon Ohas. Page 
F.W.iilbrey, Ass't. 

(manuscript now in post Hospital Library at 
Governor's Island) 

Written. Harch 25th_i^b4 by 

/ A. C. Balmas, 

Approved/      .      j i800 Popham Ave, ,ew York City 

'/' '" "" &*rUU~c<t//j£,)f.C.'?' 
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GOVERNORS ISLAND, FORT COLUMBUS (FORT JAY)  HABS NO. NY-4-6 

Addendum to 6 data pages previously transmitted to the Library of Congress. 

Location: Northern half of Governors Island, New York Harbor, New 
York, New York. 

Present Owner:    United States Coast Guard 

Present Occupant:  United States Coast Guard 

Present Use:      Setting for group of officers' quarters 

Significance:      Constructed on the site of an earlier defense work in the 
years 1806-1809, Fort Columbus, renamed Fort Jay in 1904, 
was one of the largest fortifications in the defense system 
that effectively defended New York City and its harbor 
during the War of 1812.  This four-bastioned fort, which 
differed somewhat from the earlier work, was modeled on 
precedents with their roots in Europe.  Alterations in its 
design may have been the work of Lieutenant-Colonel 
Jonathan Williams, the Army's Chief Engineer and first 
superintendent of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, 
who directed the fortification of New York Harbor.  Its 
construction of massive masonry walls was typical of 
American fortifications erected in the years just prior to 
the War of 1812 under what came to be known as the Second 
American System of fortifications.  Today, the structure 
remains as one of the country's best preserved 
fortifications of its type. 

PART I.  HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

A.   Physical History: 

1. Date of erection: Construction of Fort Columbus was begun in 
1806 and completed in 1809 under the direction of 
Lieutenant-Colonel Jonathan Williams (Williams, November 1808; 
Stokes vol. 5, pp. 1500, 1515). 

2. Architect:  The engineer in charge of the erection of defense 
works in New York Harbor in the years prior to the War of 1812 
was Lieutenant-Colonel Jonathan Williams.  Williams may have 
been responsible for the design of Fort Columbus which differed 
somewhat from the previous fortification that stood on the same 
site until 1805.  Williams, the Army's Chief Engineer and first 
superintendent of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point had 
gained a solid theoretical knowledge of fortifications while 
living in France from 1776 to 1785 under the auspices of his 
great uncle Benjamin Franklin (Dictionary of American Biography, 
vol. 20, pp. 280-282). 
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3. Original and subsequent owners: The United States Army was the 
original owner- Ownership was transferred to the United States 
Coast Guard in 1966- 

4-   Builder:  Local builders Milliard and Louder were responsible 
for the construction of the fort (Delafield to Totten, November 
15, 1848). 

5.   Original plans and construction:  In a draft report dated 
November 1808, Williams gave a detailed description of the fort 
(a copy of this report at the end of this section). The square 
four-bastioned shape and portions of the earlier fortification 
were retained, enlarged and improved.  Because of its 
impermanent construction only the walled counterscarp, gate, 
sallyport, magazine and two barracks of the 1790s structure were 
salvageable.  The shape of the new fortification remained the 
same on the west, south and east sides, and an additional 14' 
were added to each.  On the north, a ravelin or a work with two 
faces forming a salient angle replaced the former curtain wall. 
The ravelin was attached to the fortification by two retired 
casemated flanks.  The casemates were entered through a 
lozenge-shaped depression in the ravelin.  Williams indicated in 
his report that the north side was modified "expressly to take 
off a Line of Fire which could not avoid the city and to form 
two Lines commanding the East and the Entrance of the North 
River."  Bartizans or small round circular towers were placed on 
the revetment wall at the salient angles of the bastions and 
ravelin.  These small structures served as watch stations.  The 
fort was surrounded by a ditch about 40' in width, a banquette 
and covered way 20' in width and a masonry wall 6' high 
supporting the crest of the glacis.  A covered passage connected 
the fort with Castle Williams, a second defense work on the 
Island. 

Williams also described the structural system which made the 
fort a formidable defense work.  The revetment of the scarp 
wall, constructed of stone with a base 8' thick, rose to a 
height of 16' at the cordon.  At that point, the wall was 
reduced to 6' thick.  An additional 4' of wall forming the 
exterior of the sodded parapet was built of brick above the 
cordon.  Counterforts or buttresses 5' in length set 18' apart, 
served as piers supporting the walls.  Arches placed between the 
counterforts gave additional support to the parapet.  The 
parapet, which was 10' thick, consisted of walls 3' and 2' thick 
joined by crosswalls.  The interior spaces created by setting 
the crosswalls 9' from each other were filled with earth rammed 
very hard, rendering the parapet impenetrable. 
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Armament barracks and other structures related to the effective 
operation of a defense work were located within the walls of the 
fort.  A wooden platform was built behind the parapet allowing 
guns mounted on carriages with high wheels to be managed with 
all the celerity and facility of field pieces. 

When completed, the Fort was capable of firing about 100 guns en 
barbette.  Within the fort, two earlier barracks buildings on 
the north and east sides were joined by two new barracks on the 
south and west sides.  These are illustrated on a plan and 
cross-section of the Island drawn by Joseph Mangin in 1813 
(Plates 1 and 2).  The drawing also illustrates what may have 
been the present sandstone sculpture and the attached brick 
structure above the east sallyport.  Also within the fort were a 
powder magazine in the northeast bastion which remained from the 
earlier fortification.  The magazine was demolished at some time 
between 1832 and 1839. 

The design of the fort structure had its roots in Europe. 
Bastions or four sided works consisting of two faces and two 
flanks projecting from the rampart were first built in Italy 
probably in the early 16th century.  Over the next century, the 
bastioned fortress gradually evolved with experience, changing 
in size, shape, proportion and location of the bastions 
(Robinson, p. 23).  Finally in the 17th century, a Frenchman^ 
Sebastian Le Pestre Vauban, developed the principles on which 
bastioned fortifications were designed for the next century and 
a nal-f (ibid, pp. 7-12).  Brought to America by the French and 
Spanish, the square four-bastioned fort became the most 
frequently used type in America, particularly among early 
defense works (Ibid, p. 23). 

6-  Alterations and additions:  During the 1830s, a series of 
repairs and alterations was made to the fort.  In 1831, 
$71,203-71 was appropriated for work, and the following year an 
additional $50,000 was earmarked for this purpose (Surgeon 
General's Report, 1868, p. 8).  A report of the Chief of 
Engineers dated November 13, 1832 notes that repairs of the 
scarp wall were begun the previous year (American State Papers, 
vol 5, p. 42).  By the end of September 1832, 2,470 cubic yards 
of stone masonry had been laid extending about three-quarters of 
the distance around the fort.  At the time, two-thirds of the 
walls were finished and capped (Ibid).  A report from the 
following year stated that satisfactory progress had been made 
in the repairs to the fort (Ibid, p. 185).  By November 1834, 
the parapet and scarp wall, with the exception of pointing, were 
completed, and the counterscarp and glacis revetments were 
nearly finished (Ibid, p. 386). A year later, only the laying 
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of some of the gun traverses remained Co be done (Ibid, p. 
655).  These (see Plate 3) were probably put in place to replace 
the wooden deck and mobile guns of the War of 1812 years. 
During the 1830s repairs, the bartizans were removed from the 
scarp wall,  plate 4, an 1832 plan of Fort Columbus with the 
original work, and proposed alterations, shows that these small 
structures were to be removed.  The barracks, which were in a 
bad state of decay as early as the late 1820s, were also 
replaced during the 1830s (see plate 5), and eight triangular 
buildings were added at the corners of each of the four barracks 
buildings. 

At some point between 1832 and 1839, the lozenge-shaped 
depression in the north ravelin was altered to become a powder 
magazine probably replacing the demolished magazine in the 
northeast bastion (see Plates 3 and 4).  The 1839 drawing (Plate 
3) shows a four-sided structure in its place.  The entire area 
had been enclosed with masonry vaulting connected to the 
casemate entrances and, with the exception of the structure 
shown in Plate 3, covered with earth.  The magazine which is now 
used as an armory is entered through large steel doors in a 
stone facade directly behind the postern of Building #214.  A 
drawing of the structure made in 1968, illustrates the plan and 
sections.  (See photograph HABS NY-5715-10-4 following the 
written data on Building #214.) 

A concrete slab located northwest of Building #214 is the only 
evidence of a structure erected sometime between 1908 and 1934. 
A 1934 HABS drawing of the fort illustrates a round stone tower 
with a conical roof labelled water tank.  The tower was soon 
altered, since a 1938 photograph taken during the WPA work shows 
a round tower with a crenellated parapet.  The tower has since 
been demolished. 

Repairs to the fort, were made once again in the 1930s.  During 
that decade work on military installations, including the one on 
Governors Island, was undertaken by the Works Progress 
Administration.  Under this program, the brick of the scarp wall 
was replaced, the counterscarp repaired, the barracks buildings 
remodeled, garages constructed in the bastions and new walks 
laid. 

Historical Context: 

Although the Island's location as a strategic site for a 
fortification was urged by several Royal governors during the 18th 
century, the British appear to have done little more than garrison 
troops there.  It was not until 1776 when the rebellious Americans 
hastily erected fortifications throughout the city that the Island's 
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history as a fortified site began.  In April of that year, several 
regiments numbering a thousand men landed on Governors Island and 
erected breastworks capable of covering them from the fire of British 
ships.  In May, General George Washington reported to 
Lieutenant-General Charles Lee that "Governors Island has a large and 
strong work, erected and a Regiment encamped there" (Smith, 1913, p. 
41).  By June, four 32 pounders and four 18 pounders had been 
mounted.  Over the next two months, the works on the Island were 
strengthened with the addition of more troops, cannon, military 
stores and provisions. 

Such efforts to protect the city were fruitless though.  On August 
27th, the Americans were defeated by British troops in the Battle of 
Long Island.  By the 30th, the patriots had been evacuated from 
Governors Island.  Within hours, the Island was heavily bombarded 
byfour British ships.  Two weeks later, the American troops abandoned 
the city, and the British occupation began.  Under the British, the 
ruined fortification and batteries on Governors Island were repaired, 
and a naval hospital was established.  On December 3, 1783, the 
British withdrew from the Island leaving all buildings intact. 

Following the cessation of war, Americans turned their attention to 
the formation of a viable system of government and the economic 
recovery necessitated by British colonial policies and almost a 
decade of war.  New Yorkers, who returned in 1783 to find that nearly 
a thousand buildings had been burned during the British occupation, 
began the task of rebuilding their city and pursuing the lead among 
American seaports in maritime trade.  For a decade, little attention 
was paid to the need for an effective coastal fortification system. 
As a result, the fortification works on Governors Island were 
neglected and fell into disrepair.  The Island became the site of a 
hotel and race track. 

During the 1790s, the threat of war spurred Americans into action to 
develop a defense system for their coastal cities.  A lengthy 
seacoast and the threat of naval attack from enemies across the 
Atlantic made such a system necessary.  In March of 1794, a 
Congressional appropriation initiated a program which became known as 
the First American System of fortification.  It was designed to 
effectively fortify American ports.  Among the most important of 
these ports was New York City.  Governors Island was of extreme 
importance strategically in the new defensive system that was to be 
developed for the protection of New York.  Charles Vincent, the 
presidentially appointed French engineer who designed the harbor's 
fortifications, noted this importance in 1794. 

Considering now the left hand shore, of which there is but 
one point occupied in the narrows, it will suggest the 
necessity to bestow the greatest attention in forming a 
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solid protection on Governors Island, the happy position of 
which can procure crossing fires with most of the points 
taken on the right hand shore..*(American State Papers, 
vol. 1, p. SO) 

Construction of the Governors Island fortification was begun shortly 
after the federal appropriation under the supervision of a Board of 
Commissioners appointed by the state.  The new work was erected in 
the same location as the earlier fort but was increased in size by a 
third.  Because of a lack of sufficient funding, the Board was 
compelled to call on local citizens for assistance with construction 
of the fort.  New Yorkers, who had obviously learned the necessity of 
an effective defense system nearly two decades earlier, responded in 
large numbers.  Work completed by the end of 1795 consisted of an 
earthen fort with walls partially lined with brick, two batteries, 
two air furnaces, a large powder magazine and a barrack for the 
garrison (Ibid, p. 111).  Subsequent appropriations totalling nearly 

$92,000 over the next six years allowed for the enlargement and 
improvement of the structure which was named Fort Jay in honor of 
Congressional Secretary of Foreign Affairs, John Jay.  A map (plate 
7) dated 1800 shows the configuration of the fort and the buildings 
within it at the beginning of the 19th century. 

Fort Jay was typical of fortifications of the First System.  Urgency, 
occasioned by the war scare and insufficient funds resulted in the 
impermanent construction of earthen walls (Lewis, p. 21).  As a 
result, when the threat of war subsided, many of the coastal forts 
deteriorated.  By 1805 little of Fort Jay was salvageable.  Also like 
most forts of the First System, Fort Jay was designed by a French 
engineer.  Prior to the establishment of the U.S. Military Academy at 
West Point, in 1802, the United States lacked qualified engineers 
capable of designing fortifications, thus the country depended 
heavily on the skills of foreign engineers during the 1790s (Ibid, p. 
25). 

By 1805 the threat of war brought on by renewed British interference 
with American shipping revived the interest in coastal 
fortifications, and the Chesapeake-Leopard incident compelled the 
Federal government to initiate a program for what came to be known as 
the Second System of American fortifications.  Lieutenant-Colonel 
Jonathan Williams, the Army's Chief Engineer and first superintendent 
of the United States Military Academy, was placed in charge of the 
fortification of New York Harbor,  In an 1805 report to the Secretary 
of War Henry Dearborn, Williams stated that "there does not appear to 
be any force that could prevent a ship of war from attacking the 
city..." (Pitkin, p. 2)  He was soon pursuing a vigorous campaign of 
construction at sites around the inner harbor to rectify this 
situation.  As a result, a highly effective harbor defense system 
protected the city from naval invasion during the War of 1812. 
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Williams considered the principle of harbor fortification to be 
twofold (Ibid).  First, the enemy must be prevented from entering the 
harbor if possible.  Second, destruction had to be assured should 
entry be gained.  Fortifications at the Narrows were essential for 
adherence to the first principle, while defense works ringing the 
inner harbor were necessary for the second.  Like his predecessor the 
French engineer Vincent, Williams recognized the strategic importance 
of Governors Island in such a fortification system.  It was on the 
Island that work of the new campaign was first begun with 
reconstruction of Fort Jay. 

Unlike their predecessors, the defense works erected during the 
Second System were designed by American military engineers like 
Williams and were of permanent masonry construction.  These 
differences reflected the economic and technological progress being 
made in this country, as well as the beginning of a commitment to a 
more substantial system of seacoast fortifications as a deterrent to 
enemy attack. 

The fort's siting and its firepower increased its effectiveness as a 
major component in the New York Harbor defense system.  The sodded 
glacis stretched to the water's edge, allowing an unobstructed view 
from the East River on the west to the entrance of Buttermilk Channel 
on the east.  Although the work, which had been renamed Fort 
Columbus, was situated on the highest point of the Island, the 
structure was sunk into the ground so that the glacis covered the 
wall as high as the base of the parapet.  Thus, the scarp revetment 
was protected, and, according to Williams, enemy shot would either 
pass over the parapet or be stopped by it, limiting the potential for 
damage to the fort.  Further, the height and distance of the fort 
from the water placed it out of the range of musquetry fired from the 
tops of enemy ships.  When completed in 1809, Fort Columbus was 
capable of mounting 104 guns, making it one of the largest among the 
New York Harbor fortifications in artillery capability.  Troops 
defending the fort could bring half its force at one instant against 
any passing ship while at the same time maintaining complete command 
of the East River (Stokes, p. 1496).  The fort also contained a 
furnace for heating shot, a device typical of seacoast defense 
works.  When fired, red-hot cannon balls would set their target afire. 

By the beginning of the War of 1812, the strength of Fort Columbus 
was augmented by that of a second major fortification on Governors 
Island, Castle Williams (HABS # NY-5715-2) and by a third defense 
work South or Half-Moon Battery.  Castle Williams, a circular, 
casemated, masonry work, was located on a rocky promontory on the 
northwest side of the Island.  Its ability to mount approximately 100 
guns and its bombproof construction allowed the Castle to effectively 
command the North River and the harbor to the southwest toward the 
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Narrows.  South Battery, a smaller masonry work with 13 guns mounted 
en barbette protected the entrance to Buttermilk Channel, a narrow 
waterway to the east of Governors Island.  The strength of the 
fortifications on Governors Island and elsewhere in the harbor 
effectively protected the city and the harbor from attack. 

In the decades of peace following the war, the importance of the 
Governors Island fortifications diminished.  At the same time, the 
importance of the Army post on the Island grew, and an increasing 
number of buildings were erected outside the walls of the defense 
works.  As a result, the effectiveness of the fortifications, 
especially that of Fort Columbus, was impaired.  This became apparent 
during the early years of the Civil War.  In a June 1863 letter to 
the Commander of the Department of the East, Richard Delafield of the 
Corps of Engineers reported that the existence of numerous buildings 
on the Island blocked the lines of fire.  He went on to recommend 
that these structures be demolished as soon as possible and that 
families living on the Island be moved elsewhere.  Delafield's 
recommendations were not carried out, and the harbor passed the 
remaining years of the Civil War without action. 

The decline of Fort Columbus as a major defense work continued during 
the remainder of the century.  Changes in military technology coupled 
with a new role for the Island soon made the fort obsolete as a 
defense work.  In 1878, the Division of the Atlantic and the 
Department of the East were transferred to Governors Island.  This 
significant event marked a transition from the Island's status as a 
military fortification to one of an Army administrative center (Third 
Coast Guard District, p. 46).  With this change, the number of 
buildings constructed on the Island continued to increase.  By the 
end of the century, Fort Columbus which was renamed Fort Jay in 1904, 
was almost entirely surrounded by buildings blocking its view of the 
harbor on all sides. 

The fort's more recent history is even more indicative of its 
obsolescense as a military fortification.  In 1920-21 the barracks 
buildings within the fort were converted to officers' family 
housing.  They remain in that use today.  Few cannons remain in the 
gun traverses.  Most of these are now planted with flower and 
vegetable gardens by families living within the fort.  The former 
parade ground is currently used as a playground. 

For information on individual buildings within the fort, see documentation 
HABS No. NY-5715-1A through ID. 

PART II. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION 

A.   General Statement: 

1.   Architectural Character:  The structure is a four bastioned 

square fortification with an attached ravelin on the north 
side.  Its design dates back to early European designs.  The 
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massive stone and brick walls enclose an open quadrangle 
surrounded by four two-story rectangular buildings.  The east 
sallyport and sculpture above it form an impressive entry to the 
fort. 

2.   Condition of fabric:  In general, the structure is in good 
condition although spalling and deterioration of stone and brick 
have taken place. 

B.   Description of the Exterior: 

1. Over-all dimensions:  The fort is approximately 450 x 450' from 
bastion to bastion. 

2. Foundations:  The foundation is stone. 

3. Walls and floors:  The following is a description of a typical 
section beginning with the glacis on the outer edge and ending 
with the terreplein within the fort.  The sodded glacis which 
originally stretched unobstructed to the water's edge is now 
used as the Island's golf course.  The glacis is terminated by a 
low brick wall laid in Flemish bond.  The sodded rampart behind 
this wall slopes downward toward the counterscarp and is about 
10' in width.  The rampart surrounds the fort except at the 
north ravelin.  The counterscarp, a masonry wall of coursed red 
sandstone ashlar with a sandstone cap about 2' wide, forms the 
boundary between the rampart and ditch.  The height of the 
counterscarp is increased and becomes continuous with the 
rampart wall at the north ravelin where the latter is 
discontinued.  The ditch surrounding the fort is approximately 
20' wide at the bastions and ravelin and 30' wide at the curtain 
walls.  The scarp revetment of dressed random granite ashlar 
rises at a slight angle to a rounded granite cordon.  The 
counterscarp of the east retired flank of the ravelin shows 
evidence of damage, possibly from the time the area was used as 
a rifle range.  The tablette or outer vertical wall of the 
parapet is red brick laid in Flemish bond with brick coping. 
The west tablette of the southwest bastion and the south 
tablette of the northwest bastion are laid in 5-1 common bond. 
The west tablette of the latter is a mixture of Flemish bond and 
6-1 common bond.  Small areas of stuccoed coping rising the 
height of the parapet are at either side of the east sallyport 
and on the retired flanks of the ravelin.  The salient angles of 
the tablette are embellished by four red sandstone quoins.  Two 
of the quoins have been replaced by brick at the southeast angle 
of the southwest bastion.  The tablette is in fair to poor 
condition with spalling and deteriorated mortar joints 
particularly on the south wall. Areas of newer brickwork are 
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particularly noticeable on the south wall of the southwest 
bastion, the east and north walls of the northeast bastion and 
the east wall of the ravelin. 

The sodded parapet which rises above the tablette is 
approximately 5* in width.  The parapet is supported on the 
interior of the fort by a red brick wall laid in Flemish bond 
topped by slate slabs supported by vertical metal bars. 
Directly behind the parapet, is the sodded terreplein.  Stone 
gun traverses are situated on the terreplein around much of the 
perimeter of the fort.  Guns have been removed from most of the 
traverses, and many are now planted with vegetable and flower 
gardens.  The terreplein slopes downward toward the parade 
ground or quadrangle at the center of the fort.  The terreplein 
has been cut down behind the long rectangular buildings 
surrounding the parade. 

4. Structural system:  Masonry load bearing walls. 

5. Openings: 

a.   Doorways and doors:  The monumental east sallyport, 
approached by a concrete vehicular bridge, is constructed 
of dressed coursed red sandstone ashlar.  Paired Doric 
pilasters support a plain entablature with prominent 
cornice.   Two courses of sandstone surmounting the 
entrance form the base for a large sculpture featuring 
aneagle, a shield, weaponry and flags.  The eagle's left 
wing and one of the flags are missing.  The sandstone walls 
of the sallyport are pitted by vegetation which formerly 
grew on them.  Access to the interior of the fort is 
through a barrel vaulted arch which is continuous with the 
postern bisecting Building #202.  Machinery for the 
drawbridge that formerly stretched across the ditch is 
housed in niches on the north and south sides of the 
passageway.  The drawbridge chains still hang from holes in 
the exterior wall of the sallyport. 

The secondary or west sallyport is located midway in the 
west curtain wall and opens directly onto the ditch.  The 
arched opening which is recessed about 6" consists of brick 
voussoirs and a granite keystone.  The opening has two 
large arched wooden doors of vertical boards 4" thick.  The 
doors are attached to the stone wall at the top by large 
iron hinges.  The lower hinges are broken.  The sallyport 
is continuous with the postern which bisects Building #210. 
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b.   Windows;  Paired casemates are located in the retired 
flanks of the ravelin.  These arched openings with brick 
sills and surrounds have been infilled with brick.  Access 
to the casements is through tunnels connected to the powder 
magazine which is entered at the rear of Building #214. 

6.   Stairways:  Access to the ditch from the rampart is provided by 
double sets of stone stairs at the northeast, southeast and 
southwest corners of the ditch.  The steps in the northwest 
corner have been almost entirely replaced by a sodded ramp 
supported on the south by a curved brick wall.  Another pair of 
steps leads to the ditch on the west side opposite the west 
sallyport.  There is a deteriorated wooden stairway along the 
west counterscarp wall of the ravelin from the ditch to the top 
of the counterscarp wall.  A short flight of concrete stairs 
with metal pipe railing is between the ditch and bridge to the 
north of the east sallyport.  A brick stairway leads from the 
rampart to the glacis in the southwest corner.  A wooden 
footbridge and stairs provide access from the rampart to the 
parapet of the southwest bastion. 

Site and surroundings: 

1.   General Setting and Orientation:  The fort is located on the 
Island's highest point. Originally the sodded glacis 
surrounding the fort stretched unobstructed to the water's 
edge.  It now serves as the Island's golf course.  Over the 
years numerous structures have gone up around the fort 
obstructing the view toward the water.  The main entrance is 
approached from a road around a polygonal paved area containing 
parking spaces and a raised oval brick enclosure planted with 
flowers and grass. 

Within the center of the fort, the parade ground or quadrangle 
is surrounded on all four sides and divided into quarters by 
roadways.  The roadways extend toward the bastions from the 
corners of the quadrangle to service double one-story brick 
garages built during the late 1930s as part of the Works 
Progress Administration Project.  The quadrangle is landscaped 
with trees and currently contains playground equipment and a 
picnic table.  Four rectangular two-story brick and stone 
structures with two-story colonnaded portico (Buildings #202, 
206, 210 and 214) surround the quadrangle.  Each consists of 
four quarters housing officers' families.  Adjacent to Building 
#206 on the west, to Building #202 on the south and to Building 
#214 on the west are small one-story brick and stone triangular 
buildings.  Each is connected to the larger building on the 
front facade by a red sandstone wall.  The buildings appear to 
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be used as storage spaces now.  Also within the fort is a 
building originally used as a powder magazine and now used as a 
small arms storage area.  The building is entered through large 
metal doors in a red sandstone facade directly behind the 
postern in Building #214.  With the exception of a shallow gable 
roofed structure located in the north ravelin, the remainder of 
the building is below grade.  The flagpole is to the north of 
this structure.  A round cement base marks the location of a 
stone water tower that stood to the north of Building #214. 

2.  Outbuildings:  Directly behind Building #214, is an entrance to 
the magazine (Building #215)  A coursed red sandstone wall with 
round arched steel doors opens onto a masonry vaulted tunnel. 
There are two rooms to either side of the tunnel.  The tunnel 
terminates at a central court with two casemate openings, which 
have been infilled with brick, in the retired flanks of the 
ravelin at each side.  At the northern end of the magazine, are 
two rooms.  The structure which is now used as storage for small 
arms is mostly below grade.  Only the entrance, four metal 
ventilators and a brick structure with asphalt roof are above 
grade.  The present magazine replaced a much earlier powder 
magazine in the last half of the 1830s. 

A small, one-story structure (Building #201) located directly 
behind the east sallyport of the fort was originally used as a 
guard house.  The 1813 cross section of the Island shows what 
may have been this structure.  It is constructed of red brick 
laid in Flemish bond and has a red sandstone ashlar foundation. 
The north and south walls have brick arches with former 
windows.  The infilled window openings have brick jack arches 
and stone lug sills.  The three bays on the west side are 
defined by arches, two of which contained windows with brick 
jack arches and stone lug sills.  The window openings have been 
infilled with brick.  The center arch contains the door which 
has been covered with plywood.  The walls are largely obscured 
by vegetation.  The roof is gabled with a copper cornice and 
asphalt covering. 

PART III.  SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

A.   Architectural Drawings: 

The following drawings located in Record Group 77 at the Cartographic 
and Architectural Branch of the National Archives illustrate the 
configuration and appearance of Fort Jay. 

Map of the Islands and Military Points in the Harbor of New York, 
their Distances and Situations and Profiles through Governors, 
Bedloes and Ellis Island, and the Works thereon.  Joseph Mangin. 
1813.  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 36, sheet 20. 
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A Map of Governor's Island. Joseph Mangin. 1813. Fortification 
File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 37, sheet 1. 

Map of Governors Island with Plan and Profile of the Works thereon, 
W. Tell Poussin.  1819.  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 
37, sheet 4. 

Plan of Fort Columbus.  1831.  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, 
Drawer 37, sheet 7. 

Plan of Fort Columbus, Governors' Island, New York, Divided into Two 
Sections.  The First Showing the Original Work.  The Second 
Exhibiting the Repairs and Alterations Proposed to be Adopted in 
Completing the Authorized Repairs.  Maj. R. E. DeRussey.  October 17, 
1832.  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 37, sheet 9. 

Plan of Fort Columbus Showing Recent Alterations in Barracks and 
Terreplein. April 24, 1839. Fortification File, Fort Columbus, 
Drawer 37, sheet 10. 

Plan of Govenors Island, New York Harbor, Surveyed Under the 
Direction of Capt. J. G. Barnard, U. S. Engineers.  1839. 
Fortification File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 37, sheet 15. 

Map Showing the Position of All Buildings on Governors Island, 1st 
December 1867, From a Survey Made Under the Direction of Maj. John G. 
Barnard, Corps of Engineers.  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, 
Drawer 37, sheet 55. 

Map of Governor's Island, New York Harbor Surveyed by 1st Lieut. 
Eugene Griffin, Corps of Engineers and Frederick N. Owen, Assistant 
Engineer.  1879-  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 37, sheet 
63. 

Plan of Governors Island.  1871.  Record Group 77, Miscellaneous 
Forts File, Fort Jay, #33. 

Sketch of Fort Columbus Governors Island Showing its Present 
Armament.  December 12, 1873.  Fortification File, Drawer 250, sheet 
1-5. 

Sketch Showing Armament. April 1, 1892. Fortification File, Drawer 
250, sheet 1-11. 

Armament Sketch for Fort Columbus Drawn Under the Direction of Major 
H- M. Adams. December 31, 1896. Fortification File, Fort Columbus, 
Drawer 250, sheet 1-14. 
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Armament Sketch for Fort Columbus Drawn Under th Direction of Major 
H. M. Adams.  December 31, 1897-  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, 
Drawer 250, sheet 1-16. 

Armament Sketch for Fort Columbus Drawn Under the Direction of Major 
H. M. Adams. December 31, 1898. Fortification File, Fort Columbus, 
Drawer 250, sheet 1-18. 

Sketch of Fort Columbus Showing Its Present Armament.  February 1, 
1872.  Fortification File, Fort Columbus, Drawer 259, sheet 41. 

B. Early Views: 

View of   the  East  Sallyport,   1864.     Record  Group   165,   Records  of   the 
War Department  General and Special  Staffs,   Still Picture  Branch, 
National  Archives. 
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Plate 1 " 
Photocopy of Map of Governors Island, New York 

National Archives, Architectural and Cartographic Branch 
Record Group 77-Fortifications File, Drawer 36, sheet 20 

Profiles of Governors Island, Bedlow?s Island and Ellis Island 
Drawn by Joseph L. Mangin, June 1813 
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Plate 2 

Photocopy of Map o£ Governors Island, New York 
National Archives, Architectural and Cartographic Branch 
Record Group 77-Forti£ications File, Drawer 36, sheet 20 

Profiles of Governors Island, Bedlow's Island and Ellis Island 
Drawn by Joseph L. Mangin, June 1813 
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Photocopy of Fort Columbus, New York 

National Archives, Architectural and Cartographic Branch 
Record Group 77-Fortifications File, Drawer 37, sheet 10 

Plan of Alterations to Barracks and Terreplein, Fort Columbus 
Drawn by an Unknown Delineator, 1839 
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Plate 4 

Photocopy of Drawing of Fort Columbus, New York 
National Archives, Architectural and Cartographic Branch 
Record Group 77-Fortifications File, Drawer 37, sheet 

Plan of Officer's and Soldier's Quarters 
Drawn by an Unknown Delineator, October 17, 1832 
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Plate  5 
Photocopy of Drawing of Barracks, Fort Jay, New York 

National Archives, Architectural and Cartographic Branch 
Record Group 77-Fortifications File, Drawer 37, sheet 23 

Details for Officer's and Soldier's Quarters 
Drawn by Captain J.G. Barnard, December 1839 
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Plate  6 

Photocopy of Drawing o£ Fort Jay, Governors Island, N.Y. 
National Archives, Architectural and Cartographic Branch 
Record Group 77-Fortifications File, Drawer 36, sheet 16 

Plan of Fort Jay on Governors Island 
Drawn by Joseph L. Mangin, January 16, 1801 
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PART IV.  PROJECT INFORMATION 

This project was undertaken by the Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic 
American Engineering Record (HABS/HAER) at the request of the United States 
Coast Guard, Third Coast Guard District, Governors Island, New York, who 
funded the project.  The field work was accomplished during the summers of 
1982 and 1983.  The historic structures inventory, a National Historic 
Landmark District nomination and the documentation of five properties were 
completed in 1984.  A three-volume report and inventory cards containing the 
results of the historic structures inventory have been transmitted to the 
Library of Congress as field records under HABS No. NY-5715.  The National 
Historic Landmark District nomination was submitted and acted upon favorably 
by the National Park System Advisory Board in October of 1984- 

Sally Kress Tompkins, Deputy Chief of HABS/HAER, was project manager.  John 
Burns, AIA and S. Allen Chambers both of the HABS staff provided technical 
assistance and review; Jet Lowe, HAER staff photographer, completed the large 
format photography; Blanche Higgins, historian, and David Broderson of Cornell 
University completed the historic structures inventory during the summer of 
1982; Barbara Hightower, historian, developed the HABS documentation during 
the summer of 1983; Karin Madison of the HABS/HAER staff assisted in the 
production of the report and provided photographic control.  Paige George of 
the University of Virginia did the Governors Island map and title sheet.  Jay 
Silberman, Environmental Specialist, District Planning Office, Third Coast 
Guard District, Governors Island, served as manager and coordinator of the 
project for the U.S. Coast Guard. 


